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Introduction  
In the last years, many efforts have been required in order to overcome critical methodological issues in 
Social Life Cycle Assessment (SLCA), such as improving the knowledge about the impacts to be assessed, 
collecting high-quality data, refining social indicators, promoting their operationalization and identifying new 
impact assessment methods. However, so far, it seems that practitioners in their case studies little deviate 
from what is suggested by the UNEP/SETAC guidelines and that the attentions are “more direct to social 
issues rather than on the methodology of SLCA itself” (Petti et al., 2018). A methodological problems is that 
UNEP/SETAC guidelines’ are based on the theoretic framework of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) 
(Baumann & Arvidsson, 2020) because this may lead to an oversimplification of reality by dividing it into 
stakeholder categories and to the assessment of well-being according to political standards. These aspects 
may induce to select irrelevant indicators to the detriment of some more significant for the purposes of the 
analysis (Arvidsson et al., 2015; Alves, 2009) limiting the usefulness of the methodology. In order to avoid 
political oversimplifications of reality and to deepen the knowledge on social topics, a theoretical and 
methodological pluralism approach based on social sciences is desirable (Baumann & Arvidsson, 2020). This 
contribution aims at investigating to which extent social sciences can contribute in this development of SLCA. 
The reason behind this choice lies on the fact that social impacts are not easily described or quantified with 
methods from the engineering and environmental science fields. We therefore ask how human well-being 
(WB) – often mentioned as the ultimate area of protection in SLCA – is understood in social sciences.  
 
Methods 
What can be counted to the social sciences is “any discipline or branch of science that deals with human 
behaviour in its social and cultural aspects” (Nisbet, 2019), such as sociology, psychology, geography, 
economics and anthropology. Through a literature review, the aim is to investigate how different disciplines in 
the social sciences understand and define ‘well-being’ and identify their main strengths and limits. Next, we 
investigate the extent of WB indicators used in social sciences, their operationalization and available methods 
for assessing them. Finally, we discuss the feasibility for developing new indicator methodologies. 
 
Results and discussion 
Generally, in social sciences, individual WB is considered a multi-dimensional notion based on the objective 
and subjective aspects of three main dimensions: material, social and human (White, 2009).The material 
dimension deals with the access to the material goods; the social concerns to social relations and access to 
public good; the human dimension is about physical and mental health, personal relationships and, attitude to 
life. Once these dimensions are identified, they can be measured by looking both at their “objective” aspects, 
namely their externally-observable aspects features (White, 2009), and at their “subjective” aspects, based on 
people self-perception of satisfaction and happiness (Western & Tomaszewski, 2016 ). The three dimensions 
mentioned above interact with each, other contributing to shape the WB conditions.  
In sociology, the individualistic and the holistic perspectives are suggested to investigate on WB. The 
individualistic perspective derives from the individualism construction “which considers the starting point of 
sociological thinking to be human individuals” (Soltanpour et al., 2019). By contrast, the holistic perspective 
sees the society as starting point of the sociological thought. In fact, the individual WB is a dynamic concept 
that changes in space and time (White, 2009) and that is influenced by the society and its institutions. The 
relations between individual WB and the collective entity can be studied referring to the societal quality and to 
its capacity to react to changes (Soltanpour et al., 2019). Alternatively to the societal quality, it may possible 
to investigate the WB of communities (Brown & Westaway, 2011). Geographers try to measure WB in terms 
of QoL defined as “conditions of the environment in which people live (air and water pollution, or poor 
housing, for example), or to some attribute of people themselves (such as health or educational 
achievement)” (Pacione, 2003). QoL is therefore researched in the relation between persons and 
environment, places and spaces. For example, subjective WB notions may vary across places due to the 
different predominant cultures, values and norms (Diener & Lucas, 2000). The importance of the relation 
between WB and places is also investigated in the field of anthropology for which both culture and place are 
fundamental to know and understand human WB (Ferraro & Barletti, 2016). Focusing on universal indices 
may lead to oversimplification and inability to compare different cultures. In the field of psychology, the Critical 
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Community Psychology (CCP) relates WB to social and collective contexts, claiming that WB is “a positive 
state of affairs, brought about by the simultaneous and balanced satisfaction of diverse objective and 
subjective needs of individuals, relationship, organizations and communities” (Prilleltensky, 2015). For this 
reason, the CCP multi-dimensional model investigates WB and its dynamics based on different dimensions. 
In economics, one of the most common approaches is to relate the individual WB to the function of utility to 
be intended as a set of preferences that a person needs to satisfy. Then, according to the utilitarian 
approach, societies and good governments should maximize the utility for as many individuals as possible. 
However, this is just one of the possible theories in the economic field. In the last decades, economists have 
promoted pluralism in order to deepen the complexity of the WB concept by shifting the attention from 
measurement and identification of indicators to the clarification of the existing socio-economic dynamics that 
can lead to a higher level of WB (McGregor & Pouw, 2017).  
 
From the literature review, it becomes clear that the first challenge that the researchers and the practitioners 
of SLCA should face regards the definition of WB. This overview leads to two main conclusions. First, at this 
date, it is not possible to identify a unique definition of WB. Since there are different theories for WB it 
becomes possible to make different impact assessment methods. Second, WB is a complex concept with 
many influencing dimensions. This second results should lead researchers to adopt a multidisciplinary 
approach with the aim of identifying, describing and modelling the relations and the dynamics which occur 
between and within the dimensions. For example, sociology can help understanding how the notion of WB is 
shaped and constructed on a social level and how actors interact according to the several social theories. In 
addition, investigating the societal well-being gives the possibility to understand to which extent individuals 
can flourish and grow within a determined context. Geography could help describing the physical context in 
which individuals and societies develop, investigating the relations between physical and anthropogenic 
phenomena. Anthropology may contribute to explaining and identifying how WB is linked to a place or 
community. Last but not least, economics can explain which economic processes or relations may help to 
promote the WB. To this date, the UNEP/SETAC guidelines do not consider the dimensions mentioned above 
nor the relations which exist between WB and the context. Instead, the guidelines view WB through the 
stakeholder categories and the CSR perspective. By adopting a multidisciplinary and multidimensional 
approach when operationalizing WB, one can explore several impact models for WB. With better methods we 
can achieve better outcomes improving WB and social sustainability. 
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